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Taking it slow
The Slow Ways project is creating a network of off-road walking routes connecting cities, 
towns and villages to help improve our environment and our lives. By Caroline Roberts 

ROUTE CAUSE LIVING

As a volunteer 
for Slow Ways, 
Wendy Tobitt 
has discovered 
new things in 
her local area 

I n the past, walking was the 
main method of travel for many 
people, and the vestiges of those 
church-ways and routes to 
market trodden by our ancestors 

still criss-cross our landscape. Even 
today, Government statistics show that 
walking accounts for just over a quarter 
of our trips. But getting from A to B on 
foot has become more difficult as many 
of those paths have been turned into 
roads, or are blocked by buildings and 
other obstacles. Now, a new project is 
helping us find our way again. 

‘Slow Ways is based on the principle 
that we should all be able to walk easily 

and as directly as possible between  
two neighbouring settlements,’  
explains the project’s founder, Dan 
Raven-Ellison. ‘It came about as I’d done 
a lot of walking around the UK and 
began to realise that, despite the fact 
that we have around 200,000km of 
footpaths, rights of way and permissive 
paths, it’s all a bit of a mess and no  
one has brought it all together into  
one inviting, supportive system that 
people can use. We want to connect  
all those routes up again. So, if you want 
to walk rather than drive or use public 
transport, there’s an option available. 
Walking is a healthy, affordable way of 

getting around, and it helps cut  
carbon emissions.’ 

ON THE RIGHT PATH
The project was launched at a ‘hack day’ 
in February, when 70 people gathered 
at the Ordnance Survey’s Innovation 
Hub in London to share ideas. Dan was 
due to hold 10 more such days around 
the country but then Covid hit and 
plans changed. ‘During lockdown we 
recruited 700 volunteers and trained 
them on Zoom in digital mapping 
using OS and Google Maps. Between us 
we’ve created 7,500 routes connecting 
2,500 towns, cities and large villages. 

Collectively, the routes stretch for about 
120,000km, which is around 2.5 laps of 
the equator.’

One of those volunteers was keen 
walker Wendy Tobitt from Oxfordshire, 
who was intrigued when she came 
across the project on Twitter. ‘I’m not 
a geographer but I’ve always been 
fascinated by the landscape and how 
people have lived in it for millennia. 
We had to learn to identify hazards like 
boggy ground on the OS maps and I saw 
very quickly that I would have to learn 
some new digital mapping skills. But 
Dan’s enthusiasm is so infectious and 
he’s a very patient tutor. 

‘I assumed I’d do local routes but  
there were lots of volunteers in my  
area so I was given Wales, and I ended 
up mapping routes between places  
I couldn’t even pronounce. Google Earth 
was very useful as sometimes you could 
see the footpath signs using the little 
yellow man. There were times during 
lockdown when I was “walking” 
through Welsh villages in my 
pyjamas,’ she laughs.

The project has given Wendy 
plenty of inspiration for when 
we’re allowed to travel the country 
again. ‘I came across parkland, Areas 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty and 
seascapes that I wasn’t aware of before. 
And I’ve applied some of the Slow Ways 
concepts to my local walks. I came 
across this lovely, old church that’s part 
of a pilgrims’ way. Although I’ve driven 
along the nearby road many times,  
I didn’t know the church existed.’

THE NEXT STEP
At the time of writing, Dan was 
developing a website that will allow 
you to click on a route, try it out and 
then provide feedback. ‘We want to 
find 10,000 volunteers who are up for 
walking a route this autumn. It can be 
anything from 5km to 60km. They’ll then 
report back to us about how accessible 
it is, whether it’s traffic-free and whether 

there might be a better way of linking 
the settlements.’

Lucy Neal can’t wait to get started on 
the next phase. The Londoner was one 
of the volunteers involved in choosing 
the Slow Ways snail logo from hundreds 
of entries in a design competition. 
‘It’s exciting to think it could soon be 
appearing on posts, stiles, maps and 

T-shirts. You’ll look for the snail and 
know you’re on a Slow Way.

‘In my early teens, we moved 
to the Blackmore Vale near 
Shaftsbury and I read all the 

Thomas Hardy novels. One of the 
things I loved was that the characters 

would set off walking and navigate their 
way across the land by turning left at 
an oak tree, or following a stream. We’re 
living in times when everything feels 
really fragmented and if we can learn to 
navigate the land again, that feeling of 
belonging will really come up through 
our boots.’ 

But it’s not all about harking back to 
the past, adds Dan. ‘Where the current 
route is difficult or dangerous we should 
be thinking about creating new 
routes. I’m really interested to 
see how local and parish 
councils might look at 
Slow Ways and think 
about responding 
by creating new 
permissive paths or 

rights of way to better connect villages 
and towns. Our ancient paths are 
important but we need new ones too.’

BECOME A SLOW 
WAYS VOLUNTEER

By the time you read this, it 
may already be possible to go 
to the Slow Ways website and 

choose a route to try out. But if it’s still at 
the development stage, you can sign up 
to the newsletter at www.ravenellison.
com/portfolio/slow-ways to stay up 
to date with its progress.

Walking is a 
healthy, affordable 

way of getting around, 
and it helps cut  
carbon emissions

Slow Ways 
founder Dan 
Raven-Ellison

Below: Volunteer 
Lucy Neal helped 
choose the 
project’s logo 
(below)

TAKE  
ACTION

MAKE A B-LINE
It’s not just people who need 
routes to get from A to B –
wildlife does too. To protect  
bees and other pollinators, 
we need to make sure they 
can move easily between food 
sources. But habitat loss means 
the wildflower-rich meadows 
and hedgerows that help  
them thrive are now few and  
far between.

The charity Buglife is working 
to establish a network of habitats 
through its B-Lines project. The 
aim is to work with farmers, 
landowners and members of 

the public to create more 
wildflower habitats 

and smaller ‘stepping 
stones’ between them. 

Find out more at 
www.buglife.org.uk/
our-work/b-lines. 
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